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researchers and also ensures positive 
outputs for communities. Community 
engaged research, which includes such 
methods as participant observation and 
interviews, unravels women’s diverse 
identities and positions and contributes to 
undermining biases against women as 
victims of an oppressive culture. As many of 
us take our research to online settings due to 
COVID-19 pandemic, Allam’s essay reiterates 
the value of this approach and reminds us of 
the necessity to pursue community engaged 
research during the pandemic albeit in a 
limited fashion. 
 
Together, these contributions offer a glimpse 
of recent developments and provide 
provocative insights by looking beyond Islam 
to show the diverse and complex ways in 
which political context and human agency 
shape the status of women and gender 
politics in MENA.  
 
Gamze Cavdar, Colorado State Universit y, 
Gamze.Cavdar@colostate.edu  

 
 

 

UNEQUAL CITIZENS: STATE LIMITATIONS ON 
WOMEN’S NATIONALITY RIGHTS 

 

By Lillian Frost 

 

“When you turn 18, you realize you are a 
stranger, but I don’t know Syria. People told 
me I am not Jordanian…Many of my friends do 
not know that I am not Jordanian; I try not to 
bring it up. It is embarrassing when everyone 
thinks you are Jordanian and you have this 
different color identity card… 
 
I went to a bank and wanted to talk to an 
employee about cashing my paycheck. When I 

showed my passport, they were surprised I was 
Syrian because I have a Jordanian accent… 
 
I can’t even donate blood for my mother 
because I do not have a national number.”15 
 
In most of the Arab world,16 women cannot 
pass their nationality onto their spouses and 
children on equal terms with men, and in 
many cases, women cannot confer their 
nationality at all. The introductory quote 
illuminates that this often means the child of 
a citizen mother and noncitizen father is not 
automatically a citizen in the mother’s 
country and in some cases, cannot ever 
become a citizen in the mother’s country. For 
example, in Jordan, that child could not 
obtain Jordanian nationality, even if that 
child was born and raised there; instead, that 
child would need to apply for residency, 
could not access work sectors reserved for 
citizens (e.g., medicine, engineering, etc.), and 
could not even donate blood to a Jordanian 
family member.  
 
Although this phenomenon is not limited to 
the Arab world—as of 2018, 46 states 
prohibit women from passing their 
nationality onto their spouses or children on 
equal terms with men; 13 of which effectively 
prevent women from passing on their 
nationality at all—it is prevalent in Arab 
states.17 Currently, female citizens in 16 Arab 
countries cannot confer their nationality to 
their spouses on the same terms as men. 
Algeria is the only Arab state that has revised 
its nationality law to remove this 
discrimination fully.18 Similarly, 15 Arab 
countries prevent women from passing their 
nationality to their children on equal terms 
with men. The only Arab states that have 
removed this discrimination fully are Algeria, 
Egypt, and Morocco.19 Considering that most 
states around the world removed this 
discrimination from their nationality laws in 
the 1980s, after the adoption of the 
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Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of 
Discrimination Against Women, why have 
some states maintained this discrimination?   
  
In addition, within the Arab world, there is 
substantial variation in the levels of this 
discrimination toward women (DTW), as 
shown in Table 1. For example, Tunisia 
allows women to transmit their nationality to 
their children on equal terms with men when 
the child is born in-country (though not when 
born abroad), and Tunisia facilitates (though 
does not automate) the naturalization of 
female citizens’ foreign spouses by removing 
the residency requirement in this process. In 
addition, Egypt, Morocco, Iraq, and Yemen 
typically allow women to pass their 
nationality to their children (though not to 
their spouses) under the same conditions as 
men.20   
 
Table 1: Levels of DTW in Conferring 
Nationality in Arab States (as of 2018) 21 
 

 
 
Likewise, Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, Oman, Libya, 
Sudan, and the United Arab Emirates (UAE) 
have introduced legislation indicating that 
women can pass their nationality onto their 
children and spouses through certain 
procedures (while men confer theirs 
automatically), though these states may not 
implement these provisions or may make 
them strict and limited.22 Further, Lebanon, 
Jordan, Syria, Kuwait, and Qatar do not allow 
citizen women to confer their nationality to 
their children or spouses under nearly any 
circumstances,23 and even these 
circumstances often are not implemented in 
practice.24 What explains variations in the 
extent of this DTW across states?  
 

Existing Explanations of DTW in State 
Policies 
 
Much of the literature explaining the 
presence and extent of DTW in state policies 
focuses on three main explanations: cultural 
and religious structures, women’s activism, 
and women’s political and economic 
participation. First, many highlight 
conservative personal status codes or family 
laws that codify rules of patrilineal descent as 
a perpetuating source of women’s inequality, 
including in nationality laws.25 Similarly, 
others point to religious doctrine, 
particularly in Islam and Catholicism, as 
upholding gender inequality,26 including the 
institutionalization of religion in the state, 
rather than religious tenets themselves.27  
 
Second, many scholars highlight the role of 
women’s activism in pushing through 
reforms that expand women’s rights. Some 
argue that reformist coalitions, including 
feminist activists, lawyers, state officials, 
academics, and social workers, are central in 
mobilizing demands for greater women’s 
rights.28 These groups can become influential 
by teaming up with leftist political parties 
and human rights movements29  or 
presenting their arguments within an 
existing social framework, such as Islam.30 In 
these studies, women’s movements are 
central in directing a government’s attention 
to women’s rights issues.31 
 
Third, there is a diverse literature arguing 
that states grant women more rights when 
women participate widely in the government 
and economy. Some argue that higher 
literacy and educations rates as well as labor 
force participation for women are central in 
empowering them to address gender 
discrimination.32 Others contend that legal 
gender discrimination persists when women 
lack political representation, such as in 
legislative and executive positions.33 
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A New Lens: Demographic Politics and 
DTW in Nationality Conferral 
 
Although these existing explanations are 
central in explaining the original introduction 
of DTW in nationality laws,34 my research, 
using quantitative and qualitative data, 
suggests that concerns with migration and 
demography play a critical role in motivating 
the persistence and extent of this DTW. The 
quantitative data reflect an original dataset I 
compiled on the presence of DTW in 172 
states’ nationality laws from 2003–18 and 
investigates whether larger per capita 
migrant populations correspond with the 
persistence of DTW in spousal and descent 
(child) nationality conferral. The qualitative 
data draw from interview research on this 
topic in Jordan, where I conducted roughly 
200 interviews with governmental officials, 
lawyers, families affected by these policies, 
and others during 14 months of fieldwork 
from 2016–19. Jordan is an interesting case 
because of its high levels of DTW in 
nationality conferral, which is somewhat 
surprising given that Jordan tends to have 
more moderate policies that grant women 
relatively more rights than other states in the 
region.  
 
My research finds that larger migrant 
populations and more sensitive demographic 
politics are important factors behind the 
persistence of high DTW in the Arab world. I 
contend that migrant’s and women’s rights 
intersect in nationality laws because, if a 
state reforms its law to allow citizen women 
to transmit their nationality, then this creates 
a new pathway to citizenship for migrants 
who marry citizen women as well as for their 
children. This new pathway, regardless of its 
implications for women’s rights, can threaten 
demographic politics. The addition of this 
new pathway is central in these debates 
because it places the focus on preventing the 

expansion of access to nationality rather than 
necessarily removing this access. As such, 
men’s well-established and long-existing 
rights to nationality conferral often do not 
encounter opposition in these debates.35 
 
The link between large migrant populations 
and more restrictive nationality laws is well-
established in the citizenship literature.36 
However, this research innovates by 
connecting this finding to the persistence of 
DTW in laws governing the conferral of a 
state’s nationality.37 The remainder of this 
research note will unpack these findings. 
 
Large Per Capita Migrant Populations and 
High DTW in Nationality Conferral 
 
First, my initial research indicates that states 
hosting more migrants per capita tend to 
have higher levels of DTW in their nationality 
laws. A simple comparison of the mean 
extent of DTW in states by the levels of 
migrants per capita in the Arab world 
highlights this observation, as shown in 
Figure 1.38  
 
Figure 1: Mean DTW in Nationality 
Conferral by Per Capita Migrant 
Population  
in Arab States in 2017 
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Second, based on research in Jordan, states 
reference migrants directly in their 
explanations for the persistence of this DTW. 
In an official Jordanian announcement 
regarding the government’s decision not to 
remove this DTW, then Prime Minister, 
Abdullah Ensour, explicitly stated that the 
reform “might affect the demographic 
balance in Jordan and might lead to 
empty[ing] Palestine from its people.”39 A 
former prime minister I interviewed also 
noted government concerns with migrant 
naturalization when discussing the 
persistence of this DTW in Jordan: “There are 
600,000 Egyptian men in Jordan, also Iraqis 
and Syrians, they would all marry Jordanian 
women,” and “we can’t have citizenship 
equality without a solution to the Palestine 
issue.”40 Another former minister familiar 
with this issue explained, “60,000 women are 
married to non-Jordanians; 90% of them are 
married to Palestinians…300,000 
Palestinians [husbands and children] would 
become Jordanian overnight; this is a 
problem for Jordan’s identity.”41  
 
Securitizing Migrants and the Persistence 
of DTW in Nationality Conferral 
 
Third, these quotes highlight that, in 
connecting this DTW to migrants, states can 
turn nationality law reform into a security 
issue. This step to “securitize” reform reflects 
broader securitization processes, where 
leaders cast an issue as an existential threat 
that calls for extraordinary measures beyond 
the norms of everyday politics.42 As such, 
leaders can lift an issue “above politics” and 
block reform due to its security 
implications.43 With nationality reforms, 
states can frame these policies as a “societal 
threat” because they would integrate 
migrants, including refugees, by providing 
them with a new pathway to citizenship.44 
States can describe this new pathway to 
citizenship as a security threat because many 

naturalized migrants could change the 
nation’s identity, shift demographics away 
from a leading ethnic or religious group, or 
take limited public benefits, like jobs, welfare 
transfers, and natural resources, from native 
citizens. 
 
A state’s ability to use societal 
securitization—whether the alleged security 
threat actually exists or not—to avoid 
reforming DTW in nationality laws highlights 
how equal nationality rights can be distinct 
from other women’s rights because this DTW 
is interwoven with questions about who is a 
true national and who should be able to gain 
insider status. This dimension enables states 
where these questions are sensitive to 
remove this issue from “normal politics,” 
including discussions of whether the 
nationality law is constitutional, until the 
security threat is “resolved.”45  
 
Discussions with Jordanian officials reflect 
the societal securitization of women’s 
nationality reform. For example, a former 
minister described the prominence of 
security in this area: “There are two people in 
me on this issue. One is humanitarian: these 
women deserve it [nationality law reform]. 
One is [about] security: we cannot afford to 
do it…many women are married to 
Palestinians…Jordan cannot take any more 
refugees!”46 The same former minister later 
added, “Nationality law change will only 
happen when there is a solution to the 
Palestinian issue.”47 
 
Similarly, another former minister 
commented: “unlike other women’s policies, 
citizenship law stems from the security 
apparatus…it is not cultural or religious, it is 
political.”48 Another former prime minister 
likewise noted: “I do not think of it as a 
women’s issue, but a political one…it is not 
about women’s rights but diluting 
Palestinians in Palestine.” He continued “the 
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lack of a final solution to Palestine leads to 
bizarre policies, like this women’s one.”49 
 
Implications 
 
These findings suggest that states with large 
migrant populations per capita and sensitive 
demographic politics are less likely to 
remove DTW from their nationality laws. In 
addition, one way these states can buffer 
themselves from international and domestic 
pressures for such nationality law reform is 
by securitizing the reform. This securitization 
may be particularly effective in the Arab 
world, where even more democratic actors, 
like U.S., EU, and UN officials, tend to 
privilege stability over political and social 
reforms in their policy agendas. 
 
In addition, these findings highlight the 
intersection of women’s and migrant’s rights 
in nationality laws as well as broader 
citizenship debates. In doing so, it makes two 
broad contributions. Theoretically, this 
research suggests that more attention should 
be devoted to understanding the intersection 
of women and migrants in state policies and 
in the persistence of discrimination toward 
both groups. For practitioners, this insight 
suggests that an effort to remove DTW in 
nationality conferral likely requires 
simultaneous efforts to address or mitigate 
the demographic politics in which these 
reforms are entangled. Overall, migration is 
an important factor to consider and study 
further when evaluating persistent barriers 
to women’s nationality rights.  
 
Lillian Frost, Virginia Tech, lfrost@vt.edu    

 

 

 
 

 

GILEAD IN PALESTINE 

 

By Lihi Ben Shitrit 

 
In her 1985 novel The Handmaid’s Tale, 
which has received renewed attention 
following its adaptation to a television series 
by the same name, Margaret Atwood tells of 
the dystopic Republic of Gilead, a state and 
society single-mindedly obsessed with the 
management and control of women’s fertility. 
While the description of Gilead was inspired 
by historical examples of policies designed to 
control women’s bodies,50 today’s “Gileads” 
often take on more subtle forms. In this piece 
I discuss the ways in which contemporary 
Israeli discussions of annexation of the West 
Bank revolve around an explicit and implicit 
preoccupation with the “Palestinian woman” 
seen strictly through her reproductive 
functions.  
 
The essay is based on discourse analysis of 
the publications from 2013 to 2020 of the 
Sovereignty Movement (Ribonut in Hebrew) 
– the most vocal and influential group 
pushing the annexation agenda. It seeks to 
identify the contours of the sovereignty 
discourse as it grapples with the question of 
Palestinian demography. I argue that 
although more subtle than that of the 
nightmarish Gilead, and at times even framed 
as a “feminist” concern for Palestinian 
women’s rights and opportunities, this 
anxious fixation on Palestinian fertility, by 
advocates of Israeli sovereignty in the West 
Bank, has equally pernicious undertones. As 
in Gilead, women’s hierarchized citizenship is 
linked to their varied (desired or undesired) 
reproductive capacities.51 Palestinian 
women’s incorporation into Israel – following 
the desired annexation of the West Bank – is 
a question that rests solely on their 
diminished threat of producing 
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